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Abstract 
This paper presents new findings regarding the public response to public spending cuts as part of the UK 
Government fiscal consolidation programme, specifically to the perceived effects of reduced library opening 
hours on the public library user in a city in the North of  England.  An inductive approach was taken to the 
mixed methods study, using a self-completion, cross-sectional survey distributed to adults visiting one of three 
libraries in the city during a 6-day period. Qualitative and quantitative data analyses indicate a shared level of 
dissatisfaction with the service reductions across the respondents, and a shared perception of having been 
adversely affected. Statistical analyses revealed a strong level of agreement that the changes had a significantly 
QHJDWLYHLPSDFWRQGLIIHUHQWDVSHFWVRIUHVSRQGHQWV¶OLYHV7KHUHVHDUFKHYLGHQFHVWKHGLUHFWHIIHFWVRIVHUYLFH
reductions on library users, as well as the wider social and economic implications.  
 
Introduction: the current context 
In 2010 the UK Coalition Government implemented a fiscal consolidation programme in keeping with the so-
called µJOREDOWXUQWRDXVWHULW\¶.UXJPDQZLWKWKHLQWHQWLRQRI reducing an overall budgetary deficit. 
This strategy, ongoing under the present Conservative administration (2015-),  has disproportionately affected 
local government in the UK, and in England in particular: between 2009-10 and 2014-VSHQGLQJE\(QJODQG¶V
local authorities was cut by a fifth, more than twice the rate of spending cuts to the rest of the UK public sector 
(Gainsbury and Neville, 2015). The provision of public libraries has been a key area in which councils have 
sought to cut their spending, with a reported 16% reduction in public library expenditure in 2010-11 (Public 
Libraries News, 2013), the first year of the UK austerity programme. Inevitably, this diminished spending has 
resulted in service reductions and closures across the country, although the extent of the cuts is reportedly more 
severe in certain areas (for example in the north of England (Butler, 2015)) than in others (Flood, 2013). In 
January 2014 it was estimated (Farrington, 2014) that 453 UK public libraries were facing closure, had closed or 
had left council control since April 2013. In 2016, the BBC reported that of the 4,290 council-run public 
libraries in operation in the UK in 2010, in March 2016 this figure had fallen to 3,765, a reduction of 12.2% 
(BBC, 2016), and the proportion of council-run libraries is continuing to decrease (Axiell, 2017).   
The UK public library service has experienced difficult times before, with significant service reductions and 
closures taking place in relatively recent history, in particular during the 1990s, when Proctor et al. (1998) 
identified 35 local authorities in England and Wales which had closed libraries for budgetary reasons between 
1992 and 1997. By March 2016, however, that figure appears to have more than doubled (BBC, 2016). . Such 
widespread closure of UK public libraries is unprecedented.  
Public libraries throughout the UK are statutory services (HMSO, 1964) and their availability to all is central to 
the ethics of their successful delivery (CILIP, 2017), yet usage levels are continuing to fall. The most prevalent 
explanation shared by local authorities, professional bodies, campaigners and the media tends to suggest that 
this is simply predominantly as a result of the reduced service provision caused by the government austerity 
cuts, but this popular understanding may be insufficient, as in fact usage has been decreasing since the 1970s 
(Grindlay & Morris, 2004). The trend appears to have gathered pace over the last decade: between 2004/05 and 
2014/15 issues and visits in England fell by 34.4% and 22.1% respectively (CIPFA, 2015), and in 2015/16 
further falls of 7.0% and 6.2% occurred (CIPFA, 2016). Meanwhile, the proportion of people using a library at 
least once in 12 months fell from 48.2% in 2005/6 to 34.5% in 2014/15 (DCMS, 2016). 
The interpretation of such figures needs to take into account not only the much-reported service reductions but 
also two other broad considerations: changes in service delivery, and external social change. The way that 
library services have developed their operations means that lending has become less dominant amid diversifying 
library functions not so easily measured, and that remote usage facilitated by the internet often replaces a 
physical visit, and as things stand would fail to be counted in visitor statistics. For example, CIPFA data do not 
FDOFXODWHDOOUHPRWHWUDQVDFWLRQVEXWLQFOXGHµYLUWXDOYLVLWV¶DVYLVLWVWRWKHOLEUDU\ZHEVLWH7KHVHILJXUHVVKRZ
that while visitVRYHUDOODUHGHFOLQLQJWKHSURSRUWLRQRIµUHPRWH¶YLVLWVLVLQFUHDVLQJIURPLQ-11, to 
29.0% in 2015-16 (CIPFA, 2016). Simultaneously, the decline of library using habits among large sections of 
society is very likely to be due to multiple social, economic and technological factors, including the wider social 
transition to a consumerist society and culture (Greene & McMenemy, 2012: 17). For instance, regular life-long 
users are giving way to episodic users who resort to the library in response to specific life events or when 
experiencing acute needs (MLA, 2010). Yet with service reductions gathering pace and the majority of the 
population now non-XVHUVWKHTXHVWLRQRIKRZDQGZKHWKHUWRGD\¶VQRQ-users might engage or re-engage with 
libraries becomes more urgent: limited investment in maintaining and developing services and promoting the 
OLEUDU\µRIIHU¶DJDLQVWDEDFNJURXQGRIFRQWLQXLQJFXWVLVSUHVHQWLQJPL[HGPHVVDJHVWRDZHDNO\HQJDJHGSXEOLF
and it remains unclear how the continuance of the present state of affairs will impact on future usage levels.  
What is clear, even though the causes of declining use are complex, is that closing libraries and reducing 
opening hours will not help to reverse this trend, so it is perhaps appropriate to regard the service cuts as the key 
issue. The entire public sector is currently facing difficult and challenging times, but the Chartered Institute for 
Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) has DUJXHGWKDWµSXEOLFOLEUDULHVKDYHIDUHGZRUVHWKDQPRVW
oWKHUORFDOJRYHUQPHQWVHUYLFHV¶ZLWKµFXWEDFNVDQGUDGLFDOFKDQJH«WDNLQJSODFHDOUHDG\LQOLEUDU\DQG
LQIRUPDWLRQVHUYLFHVDFURVVWKHSXEOLFVHFWRU¶&,/,3: 3). 
This paper will consider this local impact, by presenting the findings of a mixed methods investigation 
conducted in 2016 of the perceived effects of reduced library opening hours on the public library user in a city 
in the North of England, with a population of approximately 250,000. Public libraries in the city are well-used: 
in 2015, there were more than 1,006,000 visits to the 12 libraries across the city, the service had an average of 
34,876 requests for information per month, it reported almost 14,000 new members joining that year, and 
208,703 people booked in-house ICT sessions (data from unpublished city council report, 2016) . Yet the recent 
cuts in public spending have been particularly severe: the city councilwas required to achieve a budget reduction 
of £48 million in the financial years 2014/15 and 2015/16, the public library service instructed to contribute 
£415,000 of this saving. As a result, the decision was made to withdraw from 2015 the mobile library service, to 
reduce the revenue stock fund, to reduce staffing levels, and to reduce the opening hours at all service points. 
Overall, there was a 18.5% reduction in opening hours across the city (84.5 hours in total).  
The primary objective of this study was to examine the extent to which these service reductions have impacted 
on the FLW\¶Vpublic library users, with a specific focus on reduced library opening hours. The study also allowed 
for reflection on the extent to which this research supports the findings of previous research into public library 
service reductions and closures conducted by Proctor et al. in 1998, in the light of the overall decline in public 
library usage during the intervening period.  
The perceived value of public library services to local communities 
It is well evidenced that public libraries are valued by many people in society, and WKDWWKH\DUHµDWWKHKHDUWRI
WKHLQWHOOHFWXDODQGFUHDWLYHOLYHVRIWKHFRPPXQLWLHVWKH\VHUYH¶*RXOGLQJso it can reasonably be 
assumed that a reduction in provision will negatively affect local communities. Besemer and Bramley (2012) 
posited that libraries are a well-VXSSRUWHGORFDOSXEOLFVHUYLFHµUHJDUGHGDVHVVHQWLDOE\RYHU¶RIWKHSHRSOH
in their study (p. 40). The Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) also revealed public services to be 
well supported;  the majority of the public participants in their 2010 UHVHDUFKZHUHµSRVLWLYHDERXWOLEUDU\
VHUYLFHVRYHUDOO¶µYDOXHGWKHPDVSXEOLFVHUYLFHV¶DQGµWHQGHGWRWKLQNWKDWLWZDVLPSRUWDQWWKDWWKH\UHPDLQHG
IUHHIRUDOOWRXVH¶p. 3).  
In terms of library use, research by Hawkins et al. (2001) found that µVPDOODQGODUJHOLEUDULHVWHQGWREH
preferred by different clientHOHDQGIRUGLIIHUHQWSXUSRVHV¶and that many people will use more than one library, 
µVDWLVI\LQJWKHLULPPHGLDWHRIWHQOHLVXUHQHHGVORFDOO\DQGYLVLWLQJDODUJHUOLEUDU\WRXVHDPRUHH[WHQVive or 
VSHFLDOLVHGFROOHFWLRQ¶p. 262).  
Quantitative and qualitative measurement of the value of public libraries 
McMenemy (2007) argued WKDWWKHSXEOLFOLEUDU\LVDVHUYLFHWKDWµFRQVWDQWO\KDVWRGHIHQGLWVULJKWWRH[LVW¶p. 
273), supporting the need to provide evidence to demonstrate its worth and value to all. Aabø (2005) studied the 
value of Norwegian public libraries using the contingent valuation method, in order to assess whether members 
of the public viewed the benefits of libraries as outweighing their cost. Motivated by µthe need to demonstrate 
SXEOLFOLEUDULHV¶HFRQRPLFLPSRUWDQFHLQDWLPHZKHUHHFRQRPLFSUHVVXUHLVLQFUHDVLQJ¶p. 488), Aabø 
concluded WKDWSXEOLFOLEUDULHVLQ1RUZD\DUHµZRUWKWKHLUSULFHDVYLHZHGIURPWKHSRSXODWLRQ¶VSHUVSHFWLYH¶
DQGWKDWµWKHLUEHQHILWVGHFLGHGO\RXWZHLJKWKHLUFRVWV¶p. 493). In a larger-scale Norwegian study of the use of 
public library spaces, Aabø et al. (2010) used quantitative methods to demonstrate the value of public 
libraries,the former finding a statistically significant correlation between a low income and a low education in 
XVHRIWKHOLEUDU\DVDPHHWLQJSODFHWKHUHE\LQGLFDWLQJµWKDWWKHOLEUDU\DVDPHHWLQJSODFHSOD\VDVXEVWDQWLDO
UROHLQHTXDOL]LQJWKHSRVVLELOLWLHVRIEHLQJDQDFWLYHFLWL]HQDFURVVVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFGLIIHUHQFHV¶S
However,  critics such as McMenemy (2007) have argued that quantitative data are not necessarily the best way 
to demonstrate value, potentially reducing µDVHUYLFHWKDWDLPVWRSURYLGHDVRFLDODQGHGXFDWLRQDOEHQHILWLQWR
pounds, shillings and pHQFH¶DQGWKHUHE\HPSKDVLVLQJ economic value µover the many others public libraries 
KDYH¶p. 275). For example, when considering library book issue figures, McMenemy proposed WKDWµRur 
concern should not only be that readers borrow the books, but that their experience of borrowing the books has a 
SRVLWLYHLQIOXHQFHRQWKHPDQGVRFLHW\¶ibid.: 275).  
In the past 20 years, numerous attempts have been made to measure community impact using qualitative 
methods. /LQOH\DQG8VKHUZRRGDUJXHGWKDWµVLPSO\FRXQWLQJERRNLVVXHV¶LVQRWan adequate way of 
PHDVXULQJWKHYDOXHRIDSXEOLFOLEUDU\TXDOLWDWLYHGDWDLVUHTXLUHGWRµSXWIOHVKRQWKHGU\ERQHVRIVWDWLVWLFDO
PHDVXUHV¶S7KHLUVRFLDODXGLWPHWKRGZDVGHYHORSHGLQRUGHUWRPHDVXUHWKHµVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFLPSDFW
of public OLEUDULHV¶LELG.: 6), making some use of quantitative data but primarily focusing on gathering a more 
qualitative picture of (for example) the ways in which public library users feel that reductions in service affect 
them. Halpin et al. (2015) led a more recent discussion involving a range of key stakeholders to discuss the 
current thinking on the value of public libraries, and concluded that more µTXDOLWDWLYHGDWDDQGHYLGHQFHRI
SHUVRQDORUVRFLDOLPSDFW¶LVUHTXLUHGWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHZRUWKRISXEOic libraries (p. 35).  
The public impact of spending cuts  
Unsurprisingly, a review of the literature indicates that reductions made to public services have a negative 
impact on society. Lansdall-Welfare et al. (2012) analysed a large Twitter dataset and revealed a correlation 
between public mood and the severe cuts to public expenditure made by the UK government from 20th October 
2010. From this date onwards the researchers noted DQLQFUHDVHLQSXEOLFµIHDUDQGDQJHU¶ibid.: 1222) in the 
posts they viewed. Specifically regarding public library cuts, previous research suggests that the primary public 
concern relates to reduced opening hours. The MLA (2010), reporting findings of public focus groups, stated 
that the need for longer and convenient openiQJKRXUVZDVµLPSRUWDQWIRUDOOGHPRJUDSKLFJURXSV¶0/$: 
7). Muir and Douglas (2001) argued WKDWWKHµVKRUWHURSHQLQJKRXUVKDYHLQHIIHFWUHGXFHGDFFHVV¶ZLWKD
UHVXOWLQJµPDMRULPSDFWRQOLEUDU\XVHUV¶0XLUDQG'RXJODV267). For Rooney-Browne (2009), public 
OLEUDULHVDUHDQµHVVHQWLDOSXEOLFVHUYLFH¶DQGSOD\DµYLWDOUROHLQKHOSLQJLQGLYLGXDOVDQGFRPPXQLWLHVVXUYLYH
WKHHFRQRPLFGRZQWXUQ¶5RRQH\-Browne, 2009: 348).  
Two previous studies from the late 1990s have particularly informed this research, both conducted by teams 
from the Centre for the Public Library and Information in Society (CPLIS) in the Information School 
(previously the Department of Information Studies) at the University of Sheffield. The first was conducted by 
Proctor, Usherwood and Sobczyk (1996), who investigated the effect of the temporary closure of public library 
services in Sheffield on the attitudes and behaviour of WKHFLW\¶Vlibrary users. All but two of 34 service points 
were closed for an eight-week period in 1995 due to strike action taken by the staff of Sheffield Libraries and 
Information Services, which provided an opportunity to investigate public response, and to consider the extent 
to which previous usage patterns were resumed after the strike ended. The ILQGLQJVUHYHDOHGWKDWµlibraries play 
DQLPSRUWDQWUROHLQWKHOLYHVRIXVHUV¶ZLWKQHDUO\DWKLUGRIDOOUHVSRQGHQWV(n=518) claiming that they µcould 
ILQGQRVXLWDEOHDOWHUQDWLYHDWDOOIRUWKHPLVVLQJVHUYLFH¶ibid.: 37). The second study (Proctor, Lee and Reilly, 
1998) examined the impact of public library closures and reductions in opening hours on library users, this time 
based on a wider survey of library authorities in England and Wales. The starting point for their work was that 
WKHµJeneral consensus in the literature is that accessibility is being jeopardised, but there is little evidence which 
GHVFULEHVWKHGLIILFXOWLHVXVHUVH[SHULHQFHZKHQOLEUDU\KRXUVKDYHEHHQUHGXFHG¶ibid.: 35). They surveyed a 
sample of library users and compared their library usage before and after reductions in opening hours to their 
primary public library. This revealed that µRIWKHUHVSRQGHQWVZHUHYLVLWLQJWKHOLEUDU\OHVVRUPXFKOHVV
IUHTXHQWO\VLQFHWKHKRXUVKDGEHHQUHGXFHG¶ibid., p. 47). However, despite the reduced opening hours, the 
majority of respondents did rearrange their library visits and continue to make use of the service, which the 
authors regarded as evidence that they µYDOXHWKHLUORFDOOLEUDU\DQGSHUFHLYHLWWREHDQLUUHSODFHDEOHUHVRXUFH¶
(ibid.: 57).  
The research reported in this paper gives an updated public response to the more recent, arguably more severe 
cuts in public spending which have occurred since Proctor et al.¶VDQGVWXGLHVZHUHFRQGXFWHG 
 
Methodology  
An inductive approach was taken to the research, using a self-completion survey distributed to adults visiting 
one of three libraries in the city between Monday 27th July and Saturday 1st August 2015 inclusive. A 2014 
customer segmentation library analysis report IURPWKHFLW\¶VOLEUDU\VHUYLFH (unpublished document) informed 
the selection of the sites, based on the varying demographic profiles. Brief profiles of he three libraries in which 
respondents were surveyed are given below:  
x Library 1 LVWKHFLW\¶VFHQWUDOOLEUDU\5HVLGHQWVRIWKLVDUHDDUHGHVFULEHGDVSUHGRPLQDQWO\HLWKHU
young, multi-ethnic, educated, professionals, who live in private rented flats; or as young, multi-ethnic 
IDPLOLHVZKRDUHXQHPSOR\HGRULQµHOHPHQWDU\¶occupations. At the time of data collection the largest 
QXPEHURIWKHOLEUDU\¶VUHJLVWHUHGXVHUVwere aged between 25-34 (n=19,369, 26.93%), with the 
second largest group aged 35-44 (n=12,753, 17.73%). Unsurprisingly, this library has users registered 
from all across the city (users are registered to 4,519 different postcodes throughout the city 
(unpublished city council report, 2017)), so its catchment includes users from a range of socio-
economic backgrounds. Between 2014-15 and 2015-16 there was a 14% reduction in service hours at 
Library 1 (7 hours in total).  
x Library 2 is located in the west of the city where many residents are well-educated, young 
professionals living in private rented flats, or highly qualified professionals who own their property and 
have a high household income. $WWKHWLPHRIGDWDFROOHFWLRQWKHODUJHVWQXPEHURIWKHOLEUDU\¶V
registered users were aged below 18 years (n=1688, 25.7%), and the second and third largest age 
groups were 25-34 (n=1044, 15.9%) and 35-44 (n=953, 14.51%). Between 2014-15 and 2015-16 there 
was a 38.2% reduction in service hours at Library 1 (10.5 hours in total). 
x Library 3 is located in the north-east of the city, primarily an area of economic deprivation. The 
residents are likely to be unemployed, young families or lone parents in public rented houses, or older 
families, who are either XQHPSOR\HGRULQµHOHPHQWDU\¶RFFXSDWLRQVwith a low income, living in public 
rented houses or who own their property. At the time of data collection the largest number of the 
OLEUDU\¶VUHJLVWHUHGXVHUVZHUHDJHGEHORZ\HDUVQ DQGWKHVHFRQGDQGWKLUG
largest age groups were also 25-34 (n=2,331, 17.11%) and 35-44 (n=1753, 12.87%), with a similar 
number of 18-24 year olds (n=1,703, 12.5%), Between 2014-15 and 2015-16 there was a 22.6% 
reduction in service hours at Library 1 (7 hours in total). 
Although three sites were selected, the main focus for data collection was the central library (Library 1), given 
the limited authorised period in which to run the survey. Paper copies of the questionnaire were distributed by 
the researcher in Library 1, and by colleagues in the library service in Libraries 2 and 3. It was also felt that a 
good response rate from this library would be more likely to represent a cross-section of socio-economic, socio-
cultural and geographical factors than data collection from a smaller, local branch library. There were, however, 
some limitations to the sampling for the study. The sample consisted of any adult who visited one of the three 
libraries during the week that the survey was conducted, and who was willing to participate in the research, so 
although it was cross-sectional, the sample did not necessarily represent the people of the city proportionally in 
terms of demographic characteristics. As the questionnaire did not employ any form of routing as all 
respondents were invited to answer all questions, those questions having limited applicability were answered by 
fewer people, with, it must be assumed, those for whom the question was irrelevant declining to answer. Had the 
survey been more extensive, it might have been possible to stratify the sample with reference to key population 
variables.  
Despite these methodical limitations, surveys have several benefits as a research tool. They allow access to a 
large a number of respondents, in a short amount of time and with very little financial cost. A survey is a 
standardised document, asking the same questions of each respondent, under the same or very similar 
conditions, arguably generating more reliable data. Bryman (2004) suggests that whereas µFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI
interviewers may affecWWKHDQVZHUVWKDWSHRSOHJLYH¶LQWKHVXUYH\WKHµLQWHUYLHZHUHffects¶ are µHOLPLQDWHG¶
(p.133). A further benefit of a self-completion survey is that the respondents are able to complete the survey in 
their own time, allowing them to think about the questions before they have to articulate their response.  
De Vaus (1VXJJHVWVWKDWµVXUYH\VMXVWORRNDWSDUWLFXODUDVSHFWVRISHRSOH¶VEHOLHIVDQGDFWLRQVZLWKRXW
ORRNLQJDWWKHFRQWH[WLQZKLFKWKH\RFFXU«WDNHQRXWRIFRQWH[WLWLVHDV\WRPLVXQGHUVWDQGWKHPHDQLQJRI
EHKDYLRXU¶SS-8). The survey was therefore designed to include both open and closed questions, in order 
firstly to measure quantitatively the demographic composition of the sample and to gauge their opinions on 
service reductions, and secondly to uncover the context and meaning of the responses (Seale, 2012).  
Ethical approval for the research was granted prior to data collection via the University of Sheffield ethics 
review procedure (University of Sheffield, 2017). Informed consent was gained from all participants before 
completing the survey, using a verbal explanation and a participant information sheet. Each person was 
informed that taking part in the research was entirely voluntary, and it was their right to refuse to take part in the 
research at any time and for any reason.  
The survey conWDLQHGTXHVWLRQVSOXVDµIXUWKHUFRPPHQWV¶ER[DQGILYHGHPRJUDSKLFTXHVWLRQVVHHEHORZ
Questions 1-7 asked respondents (using mostly closed questions) which libraries they visited and how often, 
reasons for library use, and whether or not the reduced service hours (since April 2015, three months before 
completion) had affected their frequency of use. In questions 8-15 they were asked the extent to which they 
agreed with a series of eight statements relating to reduced opening hours. Questions 16-22 asked how the 
service reductions had affected their library habits and how they spent their time and money, and what they 
ZRXOGµPLVVPRVWDERXWWKHOLEUDU\¶LILWFORVHGDOWRJHWKHU)LQDOO\ILYHGHPRJUDSKLFTXHVWLRQVZHUHLQFOXGHG
regarding age (group), gender, employment status, disability and ethnicity. 
Research findings 
A total of 178 completed surveys were collected from adults during the six days specified above, the majority 
(n=146) from Library 1 (open on six days), with n=21 and n=11 from Libraries 2 and 3 respectively (open on 
five and four days respectively). These figures represent approximately 1.5% of the total visitor numbers for 
people of all ages (n=12,127) for the three libraries during that period. Given the low response rate from 
Libraries 2 and 3, the analysis which follows is based on the total number of surveys completed, and no attempt 
is made to compare findings across the three sites.  
Of the 164 respondents who chose to state their gender, 48.9% (n=87) were male, and 43.3% (n=77) were 
female. Approximately one quarter (25.8%, n=46) of participants were aged 65-74, but there was a fairly even 
distribution of respondents across the other age groups. The sample contained 21.3% (n=38) of people who 
considered themselves to have a disability.  
Just 7.3% (n=13) of the respondents identified as from a minority ethnic group, the majority (83.1%, n=148) 
describing themselves as µWhite British¶ Although ethnicity data are not collected as part of the library service 
registration process, the 2011 UK Census reported that 10.3% of residents were from a Black or Minority Ethnic 
group, so the proportion of BME respondents to this survey is smaller than would reasonably be expected.  
The ODUJHVWSURSRUWLRQRIUHVSRQGHQWVQ GHVFULEHGWKHPVHOYHVDVµUHWLUHG¶21.9% (n=39DVµSDLG
employed or self-HPSOR\HG¶DQG16.9% (n=30) as unemployed.  
Response to changes in opening hours 
$VNHGZKHWKHURUQRWWKHUHGXFWLRQLQRSHQLQJKRXUVµKDVKDGDQLPSDFWRQ\RXUOLIH¶(n=139) of 
respondents declared that it had, and just 12.4% (n=22) that it had not (the remaining respondents were unsure). 
A chi-square test showed that this was a highly significant level of agreement (chi-square = 160.66, df = 2, p < 
0.001).  
,QUHVSRQVHWRWKHVWDWHPHQWµ,DPKDSS\ZLWKWKHnew OLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUV¶Q RISDUWLFLSDQWV
stated that they disagreed or strongly disagreed, as illustrated in Figure 1 below.  
)LJXUHµ,DPKDSS\ZLWKWKHQHZOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUV¶ 
 
 
A one-sample t-test showed that this disagreement was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of 
WKHVFDOHµ QHLWKHUDJUHHQRUGLVDJUHH¶W S 
The perceived social, economic and cultural impact of reduced opening hours is discussed later in this paper, but 
first we can consider the ways in which such service cuts have specifically affected library use, in terms of 
convenience and access, frequency of use and even the overall quality of the library visit.  
 
 
Perceived impact on library use 
A term frequently used in the qualitative response to the reduced opening hours is µFRQYHQLHQFH¶. Respondents 
describe the difficulty of having to change the times that they visit the library, even that the service appears to be 
µQHYHURSHQ¶ 
µ,QRZKDYHWRYLVLWPRUHIUHTXHQWO\WRFRPSOHWHZRUN1HZWLPHVDUHQRWDOZD\VFRQYHQLHQW¶/LEUDU\
1) 
 µ&XUWDLOHGKRXUVUHVWULFWFRQYHQLHQFHDQGVRPHWLPHVXVHRIWKHOLEUDU\¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,WLVPRUHGLIILFXOWWRYLVLWLQDQHYHQLQJDQGRQ6DWXUGD\GXHWRWKHUHGXFHGKRXUV«our visits to the 
library are OHVVIUHTXHQW¶/LEUDU\ 
 µ9HU\LQFRQYHQLHQWFDQQRWYLVLWWKHOLEUDU\DVRIWHQ+DYLQJWRJHWEXVHVLQWRWKHWRZQFHQWUHDWDQ
H[WUDFRVWWRP\VHOI¶/LEUDU\ 
,QUHVSRQVHWRWKHVWDWHPHQWµThe library is open at timHVWKDWDUHFRQYHQLHQWIRUPH¶, the majority of 
respondents (69.1%, n=123) disagreed or strongly disagreed, as illustrated in Figure 2 below. 
)LJXUHµ7KHOLEUDU\LVRSHQDWWLPHVWKDWDUHFRQYHQLHQWIRUPH¶ 
 
 
A one-sample t-test showed that this disagreement was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of 
the scale (t=10.65, p<0.001). Interestingly, the perceived impact was stronger for male than female respondents; 
77% (n=67) of male respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, in comparison to 
59.8% (n=46) of female respondents. A further t-test showed that this was also a statistically significant 
difference (t=-2.18, p<0.05). Employed respondents were more likely than unemployed respondents to disagree 
or strongly disagree (76.9%, n=30 and 66.6%, n=20 respectively), which could relate to the increased difficulty 
of finding time to visit the library outside typical working hours.  
A predictable consequence of reduced opening hours was noted by several respondents, who described the 
libraries they used as busier than before. Although higher visitor numbers is not usually a negative outcome for 
library staff and management, it could be less positive for users, particularly those with limited time:  
µ1RZZHKDYHWRZDLWWRXVHFRPSXWHUV¶/LEUDU\ 
µ$OZD\VEXVLHUZKHQLW
VRSHQORQJHUTXHXHVEXVLHUVWDII2IWHQVKXWZKHQ,FDQFRPHDIWHUZRUN¶
(Library 1) 
 µ&RPSXWHUVDUHIXOOPRUHRIWHQFDQ
WDOZD\VDFFHVVWKHPZKHQ,ZDQWWR¶/LEUDU\ 
Many respondents described instances when they had arrived at a library without realising that it would be 
closed (as a result of changes to opening hours), and their frustration was clear: 
µ«ZDVWHGWLPHYLVLWLQJZKHQOLEUDU\LVFORVHG¶/LEUDU\  
µ,ZDVWROGWRFRPHWRWKHOLEUDU\IRUDEXVSDVV,KDGWRFRPHEDFNDWDGLIIHUHQWWLPHZKHQLW
VRSHQ,
ILQGLWYHU\GLIILFXOWWRZDON¶/LEUDU\ 
µ&DPHWRJHWSHUPLW/LEUDU\ZDVQ
WRSHQ$QQR\HG:DVWHRIP\WLPH¶/LEUDU\ 
 µ$QQR\DQFHLIFRPHRQZURQJGD\¶/LEUDU\ 
Proctor et al. (1998) similarly reported that their survey of 539 (public) respondents from the London borough 
of Ealing revealed that reduced opening hours had restricted spontaneous use of the service, caused problems 
with scheduling library visits, and reduced the value and convenience of a local service.  
An examination of the literature regarding public library service reductions revealed certain recurring themes, 
which can usefully be grouped as: social, economic and cultural. Each of these will now be considered in turn, 
relating the new empirical findings to previous research.  
Social impact and well-being 
One of the primary and more striking themes emerging from the data UHODWHGWRUHVSRQGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKH
impact of reduced opening hours on their social and mental well-being. Some respondents claimed that since the 
reduction in opening hours they are µYHU\VDG¶, µIHHOPRUHGHSUHVVHG¶, µKDYHQRWNQRZQZKHUHWRWXUQ¶ and µQR
ORQJHUVRFLDOLVHOLNH>WKH\@GLG¶. Respondents reported issues such DVµPRUHERUHGRP¶, a µORVVRIDSODFHWRJR¶, 
describing an increased level of anxiety and fewer opportunities to socialise and communicate with other 
people.  
In response to the statement µWKHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDVUHGXFHGP\RSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUVRFLDOLVLQJ
DQGWDONLQJWRRWKHUV¶RQO\(n=11) of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement. A 
one-sample t-WHVWVKRZHGWKDWWKLVZDVDVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQLILFDQWGLIIHUHQFHIURPWKHPLGSRLQWRIWKHVFDOHµ 
QHLWKHUDJUHHQRUGLVDJUHH¶W -7.38, p<0.001). 42.1% (n=16) of the 38 respondents who considered themselves 
to have a disability, claimed WKDWWKHUHGXFWLRQLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDGµUHGXFHGWKHLURSSRUWXQLWLHVIRU
VRFLDOLVLQJDQGWDONLQJWRRWKHUV¶FRPSDUHGWRproportionally fewer 29.7% (n=37) of the 125 respondents who 
did not consider themselves to have a disability. However, a t-test showed that this result was not statistically 
significant (t=-.46, p>0.05).    
Examples of comments made by respondents concerning the impact of service reductions on their social and 
mental well-being are given below:  
µ7KH\KDYHKDGDQHJDWLYHHIIHFWon my mental health. I love these libraries, especially the Avenues, 
ZKLFKLVP\ORFDORQH5HGXFLQJKRXUVKDVSODFHGDUHVWULFWLRQRQPHDQGP\TXDOLW\RIOLIH¶/LEUDU\
2) 
µ«OHVVRSSRUWXQLW\IRUPHWREULQJP\FKLOGUHQLQWRUHDGERRNVDQGHQJDJHZLWKRWKHUFKLOGUHQ¶
(Library 1) 
µ,PSDFWRQERWKP\OLIHDQGP\FKLOG
V/HVVRSSRUWXQLW\WRPHHWRWKHUSDUHQWVDQGFKLOGUHQ/HVV
opportunity fRUP\FKLOGWREHLQWURGXFHGWRERRNVUHDGLQJOHDUQLQJVRFLDOLVLQJDQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶
(Library 1) 
The most frequeQWUHVSRQVHWRWKHTXHVWLRQµ:KDWGR\RXGRLQWKHWLPHWKDW\RXZRXOGKDYH previously spent in 
the library?¶ was a version of µVWD\DWKRPH¶. Examples include: µVWD\KRPH¶, µVDWDWKRPHPRDQLQJEHFDXVH,
KDYHQRWKLQJWRUHDG¶, µZDLWIRUWKHOLEUDU\WREHRSHQ¶µDWWHPSWWRVWXG\DWKRPHZLWKQRLQWHUQHWDFFHVV¶ and 
µVSHQGWLPHZDWFKLQJ79DWKRPH¶. Some respondents claimed that they were doing µQRWKLQJ¶, for example 
suggesting that there is µQRWPXFKWRGRZKHQRQEHQHILWVDJHG¶. An increase in the number of people either 
VWD\LQJDWKRPHRUILQGLQJWKHPVHOYHVZLWKµQRWKLQJ¶WRGRFRXOGarguably increase isolation and the associated 
risks of isolation, such as a decline in health (Age UK, 2014; Putnam,2000) . 
$VNHGµZKDWZRXOG\RXPLVVPRVWDERXWWKHOLEUDU\LILWFORVHG"¶DJDLQVRPHYHU\VWURQJYLHZVZHUHH[SUHVVHG
7KHOLEUDU\ZDVGHVFULEHGYDULRXVO\DVDµVRFLDOFHQWUH¶DQGµFRPPXQLW\UHVRXUFH¶DQGUHVSRQGHQWVVWDWHGWKDW
they would miss µVRFLDOLVLQJ¶, seeing and talking to people and attending social groups such as book groups or 
baby and toddler groups, even the µIHHOLQJRIEHLQJVDIH¶:  
µ%DE\DQGWRGGOHUJURXSVFKLOGUHQ
VOLEUDU\,ZRXOGEHUHDOO\VDGWRORVHWKHOLEUDU\/LEUDU\ 
 µ+DYLQJWLPHWREHZLWKIULHQGVDQGDQLFHFDOPSODFHWRJR¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,ZRXOGPLVVDOPRVWHYHU\DUHDRIWKHOLEUDU\,7:L-Fi, books, staff, friends, feeling of being safe, 
KDYLQJVRPHZKHUHWRJR¶/LEUDU\ 
µ«VDIHIULHQGO\SODFHWRPHHW¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,WKLQN,ZRXOGJHWYHU\GHSUHVVHGLILVRODWHGEHFDXVH,FRXOGQRWUHVHDUFKDQGZRUNLQOLEUDULHV¶
(Library 1) 
These are similar findings to those of Proctor, Lee and Reilly (1998), who suggest that public libraries 
HQFRXUDJHDQGHQDEOHµDVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJDQGFRPPXQLW\¶p.102). Linley and Usherwood (1998) also report 
that µWKHSURYLVLRQRISXEOLFOLEUDU\VHUYLFHVKHOSVSURPRWHVRFLDOFRKHVLRQDQGFRPPXQLW\FRQILGHQFH¶p. 84). 
Macdonald (2012) DUJXHVWKDWSXEOLFOLEUDULHVSURYLGHDVSDFHDOORZLQJSHRSOHWRµFRPPXQLFDWHZLWKRWKHUV¶
DQGDOVRSURYLGHDFFHVVWRLQIRUPDWLRQVXSSRUWLQJSHRSOHWROHDGµLQGHSHQGHQWDQGIXOILOOLQJOLYHV¶p. 56).  
Research conducted during the period of severe service reductions in the 1990s emphasised a similarly critical 
role of the public library service in supporting mental health. Proctor and Simmons (2000), for example, offer 
WKDWSXEOLFOLEUDULHV¶FRQWULEXWLRQLVLQFRPEDWLQJµORQHOLQHVVERUHGRPDQGGHSUHVVLRQ¶p.33). Proctor, Lee and 
Reilly (1998) also confirm this supportive role, describing how elderly people RIWHQUHO\RQWKHVHUYLFHµWRNHHS
WKHLUPLQGVDFWLYH¶DQGPDQ\SXEOLFOLEUDU\XVHUVILQGWKDWYLVLWLQJWKHVHUYLFHKHOSVµWKHPWRRYHUFRPH
ORQHOLQHVVDQGDYRLGGHSUHVVLRQ¶p.100). Linley and Usherwood (1998) concur that there is much evidence to 
GHPRQVWUDWHWKDWSXEOLFOLEUDULHVKDYHDSRVLWLYHHIIHFWRQSHRSOHLQWHUPVRIµSV\FKRORJLFDOKHDOWKDQGZHOO-
EHLQJHVSHFLDOO\IRULVRODWHGDQGYXOQHUDEOHHOGHUO\DQGGLVDEOHGSHRSOH¶p. 48). More recently, Arts Council 
England (2014) DUJXHGWKDWµOLEUDU\-based health provision could contribute to reducing the current high costs of 
LOOKHDOWK¶S 
Economic and educational impact 
The 2010 MLA report revealed that economic and educational factors are central to service provision, 
particularly given that public libraries are still free of charge, which remains µDELJLQFHQWLYHWRPDQ\XVHUV¶and 
above all to µXVHUVIURPORZHULQFRPHJURXSV¶p. 5). Certainly, this study clearly showed that the most valued 
aspects of a public library service were the free access to books VHHDOVRµ&XOWXUDOLPSDFW¶, below), computers 
and the internet: 
µ:RQGHUIXOUDQJHRIQHZ books I couldn't afford to buy.¶/LEUDU\ 
µ6SHQGLQJWLPHZLWKFKLOGUHQDQGHQFRXUDJLQJWRUHDGIRUIUHH%RRNVKRSVJHWYHU\H[SHQVLYH¶
(Library 3) 
µ%RUURZLQJERRNV,HQMR\UHDGLQJDZLGHUDQJHRIERRNVDQGFRXOGQRWDIIRUGWREX\WKHP¶/LEUDU\
3) 
µ)UHHDFFHVVWRWKHFRPSXWHUV¶/LEUDU\ 
 µ,ZRXOGKDYHQRDFFHVVWRWKHLQWHUQHWDWDOO¶/LEUDU\ 
Linley and Usherwood (1998) state that for adult learners and people seeking employment, public libraries are 
µDQLPSRUWDQWVRXUFHRILQIRUPDWLRQRQFDUHHUVDQGWUDLQLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHV¶DQGKDYHWKHSRWHQWLDOWRLQFUHDVHWKH
µOLIHFKDQFHVRILQGLYLGXDOVLQWHUPVRIHGXFDWLRQDQGMRERSSRUWXQLWLHV¶p. 84). They VXJJHVWWKDWµWKHOLEUDU\
PLJKWEHPRUHLPSRUWDQWLQDQDUHDZKHUHWKHUHDUHIHZHUHGXFDWLRQDOUHVRXUFHV¶ibid.: 28), warning that the 
educational and economic opportunities of the public library service can be restricted by a lack of computers and 
limited opening hours. With reference to the present study, the rate of unemployment in the city is higher than 
the UK national average, reported by the Office for National Statistics in May 2015 as being the third highest of 
all local authorities in Great Britain (ONS, 2015). It is therefore interesting to note that 65% (n=34) of those 
responding to WKHVWDWHPHQWµ7KHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\ opening hours has made it more difficult for me to look for a 
MRE¶ were either in agreement or strong agreement, with just 17% (n=9) disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. A 
one-sample t-test showed that this was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of the scale (t=-
5.18, p<0.001). This was supported by the qualitative comments regarding the impact of reduced opening hours, 
many of which specifically related to ICT facilities:  
 µ«ZLOOJHWUHSULPDQGHGDW-&>WKH-RE&HQWUH@EHFDXVH,FDQ
WORRNIRUMREVDVPXFK¶/LEUDU\ 
µ1RORQJHURSHQRQD:HGQHVGD\MREVJRSXEOLFRQ:HGQHVGD\8QDEOHWREHILUVWWRDSSO\GRQ
WKDYH
LQWHUQHWDWKRPH¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,KDYHWRGRGDLO\MREVHDUFKKDYHWRUHO\RQVHUYLFHQRRWKHUSODFHVWRJR¶(Library 1) 
µ,GRQ
WKDYHLQWHUQHWDFFHVVLQP\IODWVRWKHUHIRUHZKHQ,GRYLVLWWKHOLEUDU\,KDYHIDUOHVVWLPHWR
GRZKDW,QHHGWRGR¶/LEUDU\ 
5HVSRQGHQWVZHUHDOVRSUHVHQWHGZLWKWKHVWDWHPHQWµ7KHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDVOLPLWHGmy 
RSSRUWXQLWLHVWRUHFHLYHVXSSRUWIURPOLEUDU\VWDIIWRXVHFRPSXWHUVORRNIRUDMRERUFDUU\RXWUHVHDUFK¶DQG
again there was a far higher level of agreement than disagreement: 35.4% (n=63) of respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed, compared to just 3.9% (n=7) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. Again, a one-sample t-test 
showed that this was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of the scale (t=-10.83, p<0.001), 
which is a meaningful level of agreement with the statement. Further analysis by employment group revealed 
that unemployed respondents were significantly more likely than retired respondents to agree with the statement 
(t=2.092, p<0.05), as one would expect.  
Romero (2011) suggests that public libraries should focus their resources and attention on supporting people 
ZKRZDQWWRDFFHVVµOHDUQLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHV>«@FRPSXWHUOLWHUDF\FRPPXQLFDWLRQLQWHUYLHZLQJRU&9
SUHVHQWDWLRQWHFKQLTXHVDQGWKHXVHRILQIRUPDWLRQVRXUFHVMREVHDUFKLQJVNLOOV¶p. 239). Given that the 
majority of employment opportunities are now posted online, for many people the only way to access the 
LQWHUQHWLVDWWKHLUORFDOOLEUDU\$FFRUGLQJWRWKH0/$RISXEOLFOLEUDU\XVHUVµJRWRXVHFRPSXWHUV
ZLWKLQWHUQHWFRQQHFWLRQV¶p. 4).  
In response to the statement µWKHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDVPDGHLWPRUHGLIILFXOWIRUPHWRDFFHVVWKH
LQWHUQHW¶just 3.4% (n=6) of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, whereas 43.2% 
(n=77) strongly agreed or agreed. This second figure is high, although it should also be noted that a slightly 
higher proportion of respondents (45.5%, n=81) stated that internet use was not relevant to them, presumably 
because they visited a public library for other services. Nonetheless, with 43.2% of respondents reporting that 
the reduced opening hours have had a significant impact on their ability to access the internet, this is still a key 
factor. A one-sample t-test showed that this was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of the 
scale (t=-12.37, p<0.001).    
A further economic impact of the reduction in library opening hours is that many people have had to spend more 
money as a consequence of these reductions in provision. 33.7% (n=60) of respondents felt that they had µVSHQW
more money on events and resources (such as books, DVDs, computers, activities, etc.) since the library 
RSHQLQJKRXUVKDYHEHHQUHGXFHG¶. Questionnaires were also annotated by a number of respondents to the effect 
that they had not spent more money, but that this was because they did not have the means to do so, for example 
µFDQ¶WDIIRUGWR¶µQRVSDUHPRQH\¶. 
7KHµIXUWKHUFRPPHQWV¶VHFWLRQRIWKHTXHVWLRQQDLUHHOLFLWHGVHYHUDOVWURQJO\ZRUGHGFRPPents regarding the 
impact of reduced opening hours on educational attainment, illustrative examples of which are given below: 
µ/HW
VQRWEHVK\HGXFDWLRQVWDQGDUGVLQ[city]are abysmal. Reducing library access means that the 
poorest people in our city are having their opportunities to better themselves reduced. Opportunities to 
VWXG\VKRXOGQHYHUEHGLFWDWHGE\PRQH\¶/LEUDU\ 
µ/LEUDULHVDUHDQHVVHQWLDOVHUYLFHWRFLWL]HQVHVSHFLDOO\WKRVHLQQHHGRIDGGLWLRQDOOHDUQLQJDQGWKH
need to improve their literacy and generally to expand their knowledge. Savings on intellectual 
VHUYLFHVDUHQRWVDYLQJVDWDOO¶/LEUDU\ 
Cultural impact 
One of the ways in which public library users are found to benefit from the service is via free access to cultural 
and leisure resources, services and activities. Hayes and Morris (2005) examined the impact of leisure activities 
and resources offered by public libraries, concluding that µWKHOHLVXUHUROHRIOLEUDULHVLVHVsential in many 
SHRSOH¶VOLYHV¶and that µWKHEHQHILWVJRIDUEH\RQGVLPSO\HQMR\PHQWDQGDPXVHPHQWWREHLQJDQHVVHQWLDO
IRUPRIUHOD[DWLRQIRUVRPHSHRSOHKHOSLQJWRUHOLHYHVWUHVV>«@DQGDVVLVWLQJRWKHUVZLWKWKHWUHDWPHQWRIDQ
LOOQHVV¶p.138).  
Many public library services engage with arts and culture through in-house events and activities (Pujadas 
Bartes, 2014;Smallwood, 2014), a role which Robertson (2005) argues is closely linked to its role in supporting 
lifelong learning. Respondents to the present study were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the 
VWDWHPHQWµ7KHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDVUHGXFHGWKHnumber of occasions that I can take part in free 
DFWLYLWLHVDQGHYHQWV¶DQGunsurprisingly a high proportion of respondents (33.1%, n=59) either agreed or 
strongly agreed, compared to just 5.0% (n=9) who disagreed or strongly disagreed.  Again, a one-sample t-test 
showed that this was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of the scale (t=-7.93, p<0.001), 
which is a meaningful level of agreement with the statement.  
The MLA (2010) reported that WKHPRVWFRPPRQUHDVRQµIRUYLVLWLQJDOLEUDry [is] to use or borrow a book for 
pleasure (76%)¶0/$: 7KHIRFXVJURXSVFDUULHGRXWE\/LQOH\DQG8VKHUZRRGFRQILUPµWKH
HQGXULQJSRSXODULW\RIOHLVXUHUHDGLQJ¶DQGWKHLPSRUWDQFHRISXEOLFOLEUDULHVµDVDVRXUFHRIfree reading 
materiaO¶p.28). These benefits are arguably particularly important for those with a lower income, for example 
the unemployed. Unsurprisingly, in the present study  resources such as books, periodicals, newspapers, 
magazines, CDs and DVDs were frequently given DVH[DPSOHVE\WKRVHDQVZHULQJWKHRSHQTXHVWLRQµ:KDW
ZRXOG\RXPLVVPRVWDERXWWKHOLEUDU\LILWFORVHG"¶ZLWKUHDGLQJDQGERUURZLQJERRNVOLVWHGE\IDUWKHPRVW
frequently: 
 µ%RRNVWKDW,FDQ
WVRXUFHHOVHZKHUH¶/LEUDU\ 
µ:KHUHZRXOG,EHZLWKRXWEooks? I grew up in a rough area with a high criminal element. It was only 
P\ORFDOOLEUDU\DQGERRNVWKDWNHSWPHIURPIDOOLQJLQWREDGFRPSDQ\¶/LEUDU\ 
µ$FFHVVWRDOOWKHERRNVWRUHDGDVLWKHOSVP\G\VOH[LD¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,
PGLVDEOHGDQGUHDGLQJ ERRNVLVDELJSDUWRIP\OLIH¶/LEUDU\ 
Interestingly, in UHVSRQVHWRWKHVWDWHPHQWµ7KHFKDQJHLQOLEUDU\RSHQLQJKRXUVKDVUHGXFHGWKHDPRXQWRI
ERRNVWKDW,UHDG¶a larger proportion of respondents agreed or strongly agreed (36.5%, n=65) than disagreed or 
strongly disagreed (20.8%, n=37), as illustrated in Figure 3 below.  
Figure 3. µThe change in library opening hours has reduced the amount of books that I readµ 
 
A one-sample t-test showed that this was a statistically significant difference from the midpoint of the scale (t= -
3.18, p<0.01), which is a meaningful level of agreement with the statement.  
7KHILQGLQJVRI/LQOH\DQG8VKHUZRRG¶VVRFLDOimpact audit revealed that many participants viewed the 
SXEOLFOLEUDU\DVµDFHQWUHRIFXOWXUDOOLIH¶µDYHKLFOHIRUFXOWXUDOUHJHQHUDWLRQ¶S,WLVWKHUHIRUHLQWHUHVWLQJ
that this new research revealed that DFLW\¶V residents were particularly concerned by the reductions in opening 
hours shortly before the city was due to begin its year as UK City of Culture: 
µ,WLVDSRRUUHIOHFWLRQRQ[city] to reduce the opening hours when it is about to become the city of 
FXOWXUH¶/LEUDU\  
µ[Name] City of Culture. Well done [Name]City Council. What an embarrassment reducing the hours. 
Come on CRXQFLOVRUWLWRXW¶/LEUDU\  
 µ,WLVXQOLNHO\WRSURYLGHDSRVLWLYHLPDJHDV[Name] DSSURDFKHVEHLQJDFLW\RIFXOWXUH¶/LEUDU\
  
µ,EHOLHYHWKHUHGXFWLRQLQRSHQLQJKRXUVLVXQQHFHVVDU\DQGPDNHVDPRFNHU\RIRXUVRFDOOHG
FLW\RI
FXOWXUH
VWDWXV¶/LEUDU\ 
General public perceptions of library service reductions and closures 
As previously stated, the study was conducted in the city following its removal of the mobile library service and 
reductions in stock funds, staffing levels and opening hours. 7KHµIXUWKHUFRPPHQWV«DERXWWKHUHGXFWLRQLQ
public library opening hours in [City]¶section of the questionnaire revealed a strong desire for the opening 
hours to be restored to their previous timetable: 
µ,EHOLHYHDPDLQOLEUDU\LVDIRFDOSRLQWIRUDFLW\VXFKDV[Name] which is of importance to visitors 
and locals alike. [City] Central Library therefore should maintain a full service and revert to the 
RSHQLQJKRXUVSULRUWR$SULO¶/LEUDU\ 
µ%HWWHUIRUWKHOLEUDU\WRFORVHRQRQHIXOOGD\UDWKHUWKDQWZRKDOIGD\V¶/LEUDU\ µ,UHDOO\GR
think that a city the size of [Name]should have a central library that is open all day on week days and 
6DWXUGD\V¶/LEUDU\   
µ,KRSHWKHUHGXFWLRQLQRSHQLQJKRXUVZLOOVRRQEHUHYHUVHG¶/LEUDU\ 
At the time at which the survey was distributed, no service points had been closed, although it is unsurprising 
that many respondents were fearful that closures might occur, given not only the local context but also the 
national local authority cuts as part of the UK austerity programme (Gainsbury and Neville, 2015). When they 
ZHUHDVNHGWKHK\SRWKHWLFDOTXHVWLRQµ:hat would you miss most about the library if it were to close?¶a 
number of respondents were incredulous, and made it clear that they could not, or did not want to contemplate 
the possibility of a library closure: 
 µ,ILWFORVHGIRUJRRG"<RXDUHMRNLQJDUHQ
W\RX"¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,IWKHOLEUDU\VHUYLFHVLQWKLVFLW\ZHUHWRDWURSK\DQ\PRUH,VKRXOGVHULRXVO\FRQVLGHUPRYLQJ
HOVHZKHUH¶/LEUDU\ 
 µ/LEUDULHVDUHIXQGHGE\WD[SD\HUDQGWKHUHIRUH\RX
YHQRULJKWWRFORVHDQ\RIWKHP7KH\¶UHDQ
HVVHQWLDOKXPDQULJKW¶/LEUDU\ 
Given the apparent fear of service closure, respondents expressed gratitude and appreciation for the service, and 
pleaded for the opening hours not to be reduced further:  
µ7KDQNVIRUNHHSLQJWKHVHUYLFHJRLQJ¶/LEUDU\ 
 µ3OHDVHGRQRWUHGXFHWKHOLEUDU\KRXUVDQ\PRUH¶/LEUDU\  
µ3OHDVHGRQRWFORVHWKHFHQWUDOOLEUDU\¶/LEUDU\ 
µ1RFRPSODLQWV([FHOOHQWVHUYLFH3OHDVHGRQ
WFORVH¶/LEUDU\ 
The majority of additional comments expressed strongly negative opinions and emotions regarding the reduced 
public library provision in the city, although there was a degree of acceptance from a smaller number of 
respondents, and an acknowledgement that this is a wider political phenomenon related to government austerity 
measures:  
 µ:RXOGKDYHSUHIHUUHGWKHPWREHOHIWDVWKH\DUHEXW,XQGHUVWDQGWKDWLWLVRXWRIWKHOLEUDU\
VKDQGV¶
(Library 2) 
µ,DJUHHZLWK\RXLILWLVLPSURYLQJZRUNDQGHDVLHUIRU\RXWRVHUYHWKHSXEOLF¶/LEUDU\ 
µ,WKLQNWKLVLVIRUFHGRQ[Name] City Council by the reduction in Central government finances, not 
VRPHWKLQJWKH\ZRXOGKDYHRWKHUZLVHGRQH¶/LEUDU\  
More typically, the comments were far more negative in tone, with an angry or frustrated response to reduced 
hours and phrases such as µH[FOXGHVSHRSOH¶µQRWJRRGHQRXJK¶µULGLFXORXV¶µFXOWXUDOO\XQDFFHSWDEOH¶
µGLVJUDFHIXO¶µDEVROXWHO\FUDS¶and µDQ HPEDUUDVVPHQW¶. Much of the anger seems to be directed at senior 
management within the City Council, particularly with reference to their financial decisions, and more broadly 
at politicians, both local and national: 
µ/LEUDULHVLQ[City] are the best service that this council offers. Why are you reducing your best 
VHUYLFH"¶(Library 1) 
µ6WRSSHQQ\SLQFKLQJ3D\WKH[Name]&LW\&RXQFLOPDQDJHUVOHVVDQGVDYHWKDWZD\¶(Library 1)  
µ:KRHYHUPDGHWKHGHFLVLRQIRUWKHFXUUHQWRSHQLQJKRXUVVKRXOGEe sacked for sheer incompetence¶
(Library 1)  
µ,IWKH\QHHGPRUHPRQH\ for libraries, then pay politicians less. We need them less than libraries 
DQ\ZD\¶Library 1)      
 µAs a Labour-UXQFRXQFLO,¶PUHDOO\VKRFNHGE\WKHFRXQFLO
VDWWLWXGH+RZDERXWPDNLQJFXWV
HOVHZKHUH"¶(Library 1)  
For the above respondents, the service reductions seem to have been unfairly allocated. It is worth noting that 
typically local government achieves cuts through two mechanisms: prioritising/de-prioritising certain services as 
a matter of policy, and 'salami slicing' each departmental budget in order to distribute the cuts more equally. 
Both approaches are common, the first initially to set the priorities and the second thereafter to maintain the 
relative prioritisation.  
The views expressed above also echo the findings of Pateman and Vincent (2010) and Usherwood (1993), who 
UHSRUWHGWKDWPDQ\HOHFWHGPHPEHUVµGLGQRWDSSUHFLDWHIXOO\WKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHOLEUDU\VHUYLFH¶S
giving the example of the Conservative Chairperson RIDFRXQW\FRXQFLOZKRVXJJHVWHGµ7KHOLEUDU\VHrvice is 
XQGHUUDWHGLQORFDOJRYHUQPHQW¶SDespite a perceived lack of interest or involvement of elected members 
in the management of a public library service, Simmons and Proctor (1998) emphasised that this level of interest 
might increase significantly if a branch closure were being considered:  
µ7KHFORVXUHRIORFDOVHUYLFHVLQPDUJLQDOVHDWVREYLRXVO\PLJKWKDYHDFULWLFDOLPSDFWRQDQ
LQGLYLGXDO¶VHOHFWRUDOFKDQFHVDQGORFDOSHRSOHDOVRKDYHDULJKWWRH[SHFWWKHLUFRXQFLOORUVWRILJKWIRU
serYLFHVLQWKHLUZDUGV¶ (p.12).  
In relation to the previously described fear that service closures might follow reductions in opening hours, 
respondents also described their fear of a growing trend, and of a broader societal issue:   
 µ,WKLQNWKDWWKLVLVthe thin end of the wedge and if we are not careful more and more libraries will be 
FORVHG¶/LEUDU\    
 µ$GRZQZDUGVSLUDO,IHDULIOHVVDQGOHVVSHRSOHXVHWKHOLEUDU\GXHWRLQFRQYHQLHQWRSHQLQJKRXUV
no doubt the city council will decide [to] close the library completely because not enough people are 
XVLQJWKHEUDQFK¶/LEUDU\ 
µ7KLVLVVKRUW-sighted and will cost more money in the long run- reduction in literacy and education, 
lack of information. People services make for a better society and better people. Some people have no 
YDOXHRIDQ\WKLQJRWKHUWKDQPRQH\¶/LEUDU\   
µ«IRUPHLWUHSUHVHQWVDVLJQRIWKHVKULQNLQJRIDFLYLOLVHGVRFLHW\¶/LEUDU\  
Discussion and research contribution 
The research presented here has evidenced the direct effects of service reductions on current library users, as 
well as the wider social and economic implications. At one level, the findings are to be expected; repeating 
those of earlier studies in highlighting the many different types of value public libraries bring to individuals and 
communities, whilst warning of the social harm caused by service reduction or removal. However, in terms of 
the current political and socio-economic context, they also speak of something new. Although Proctor et al. 
(1996, 1998) studied the effects of a temporary loss of service occasioned by a strike in Sheffield, as well as 
more permanent reductions nationally, this new evidence has focused on responses to permanent loss of service 
in one English city, several years into an unprecedented austerity regime which has seen public service cuts 
across the country on a scale previously unimagined.  
Statistical analyses revealed significant findings for each of the eight statements respondents were presented 
with in the questionnaire survey. These indicate a strong overall trend of dissatisfaction with the reduced 
opening hours, and a strong level of agreement that the changes have had a significantly negative impact on 
different aspects of their lives. Interestingly, in almost all cases statistical tests revealed no significant difference 
in the level of agreement across different demographic groups: 
x For analysis by gender the only significant difference was that male respondents were statistically more 
likely to disagree that the revised opening hours were convenient to them.  
x For analysis by employment group there were no significant differences between employed and 
unemployed respondents. The only significant finding regarding employment status was that 
unemployed respondents were statistically more likely than retired respondents to agree that the change 
in library opening hours had limited their opportunities to receive library staff support to use 
computers, look for a job or conduct research. Otherwise there were no significant differences between 
employed and unemployed respondents.  
x For analysis by disability there were no statistically significant differences between respondents who 
stated that they had a disability, and those who did not.  
x No further statistical tests were conducted to compare responses by ethnic group, as there was an 
insufficient number of respondents from a minority ethnic group (n=13, 7.3%) to enable meaningful 
analysis.   
Emerging from these new data is an interesting overall trend: that there is a shared level of dissatisfaction with 
the service reductions across the respondents, and a shared perception of having been adversely affected. Based 
on the evidence of this study it should not be assumed that one particular demographic characteristic will 
necessarily lead to a more negative response to public library service reductions.  
The findings also concur with 3URFWRU/HHDQG5HLOO\¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDWWKHµFRQWULEXWLRQRIWKHORFDO
library to community life and individual well-EHLQJLVIDUUHDFKLQJGLVWLQFWLYHDQGLUUHSODFHDEOH¶p.102), and 
more recently by Macdonald, 2012 and Arts Council England, 2014). The reduction of opening hours appears to 
have had a harmful impact on the mental well-being of many library users in the city, arguably demonstrating 
the social and emotional benefits of a public library service.  
In a recent discussion of the UK public response to the Government austerity programme, Stanley (2014) 
DUJXHVµ2SLQLRQSROOVKDYHFRQVLVWHQWO\VKRZQWKDWZKLOHYRWHUVDUHZDU\RYHUWKHVSHHGGHSWKDQG
harmfulness of the cuts, there is sWLOODµYDVWPDMRULW\¶ZKRDFFHSWWKHQHFHVVLW\DQGLQHYLWDELOLW\RIVLJQLILFDQW
FXWVLQSXEOLFH[SHQGLWXUH¶S$VSUHYLRXVO\VWDWHGWKHUHVSRQGHQWVLQWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\VKRZHGDFHUWDLQ
degree of acceptance of the reduced opening hours and the resulting impact on the service as a whole. However, 
the findings have also revealed a more questioning, angry public attitude to the decisions made by library 
managers, the local council and even the national government with regards to the larger programme of public 
service reductions of which reduced opening hours form only a part. Grass roots dissatisfaction with and 
DOLHQDWLRQIURPWKHSROLWLFDOµHVWDEOLVKPHQW¶ODUJHO\DVDUHVXOWRIDXVWHULW\KDVQRZKDGVHYHUDO\HDUVWRWDNH
hold, influenced by significant coverage in the press, whilst the growing use of social media has provided a 
channel through which a re-politicised public can vent and amplify its frustration (Braw, 2014). The new 
research supports the findings of Lansdall-Welfare, Lampos and Cristianini (2012), who similarly propose that 
there is a correlation between public mood and cuts to public spending; cuts tend to result in a negative public 
PRRGZLWKHPRWLRQVVXFKDVµIHDUDQGDQJHU¶S 
Conclusion and recommendations for further research 
If, as the current research shows, public libraries are instrumentally valuable in social and economic terms, and 
the curtailment of services reduces life chances for users (and by implication denies them to would-be users), 
then further, broader-based work is vital. 
Rather like the realisation that quantitative measures of public library processes, such as issues and visits, are 
never sufficient on their own in order to describe value and impact of the service, so too must it be accepted that 
user surveys ± even qualitative ones ± only tell part of the story. As with much of the earlier research, these 
findings were obtained through the lens of service users alone. User surveys provide a good general 
understanding of how service reductions ± actual or anticipated ± might affect those who are accustomed to 
using a library and who presumably derive some value from so doing, but they do not always capture the views 
of occasional users so well, nor obviously do they obtain any feedback from non-users in the wider community. 
An important feature of sample selection in many user surveys, even when stratified, is the tendency to over-
sample the most frequent users, whilst occasional users are under-represented. Statistically, this is to be 
expected, as occasional users are not seen very often, and in many senses results based mainly on regular users 
are acceptable, as in business terms they are surely the most valuable market segment which needs to be retained 
(Sarvari et al, 2016). Arguably though, this reasoning misses the important point that evidence from occasional, 
as well as lapsed or total non-users should also inform the debate on the benefits, relevance and importance of 
library provision, which together with broader social and political research, can help answer many other 
pertinent questions about the two-way relationship between present day society and its libraries. 
It is important that policy makers, service providers, researchers and other stakeholders understand this 
relationship with communities as bi-directional (Clarence and Gabriel, 2014) since the future of public libraries 
now depends on a correct analysis of the links between libraries and communities if libraries are to be re-
established as relevant institution for present-day society. It has for long been accepted that libraries must 
engage with their users and potential users, although the view that public libraries have a business relationship 
with customers and that the retention and growth of the customer base is to be tackled as a business management 
problem is comparatively recent and still controversial. What is less well understood is that from a sociological 
perspective, citizens both individually and collectively have differing levels of engagement with public 
institutions, including libraries. This engagement waxes and wanes for all manner of largely external reasons, 
hence the episodic nature of library use referred to in the 2010 MLA research. Meanwhile, the literature on 
social capital and the thesis that has been constructed around long-term decline in civic engagement (Putnam, 
2000) report that maintaining strong cohesive communities is essential for a healthy society, but worryingly, this 
is being threatened because multiple facets of modern life are militating towards a general ZLWKGUDZDORIµEX\-
LQ¶WRSXEOLFLQVWLWXWLRQV 
The long-term decline in English public library usage and the current acceleration of that decline noted at the 
beginning of this paper needs therefore to be explained both in terms of the austerity regime and of properly 
understood external social factors. 
3URFWRU/HHDQG5HLOO\FRQFOXGHGWKHLUUHVHDUFKE\SRLQWLQJWRWKHQHHGIRUSROLF\PDNHUVµWRWDNHVWHSV
to protect the local library if citizens are not to be disenfranchised from the information soFLHW\¶SDQGboth 
a fear of disenfranchisement and a sense of anger directed towards the political classes was certainly evident in 
the new findings presented in this paper. Almost two decades later, a debate in the House of Lords in October 
2016 saw Lord Bird, a cross-bench Peer of the House of Lords, describing the ongoing cuts to public library 
services and making a recommendation µthat +HU0DMHVW\¶V*RYHUQPHQWVXSSO\VRPH emergency relief money 
to stop local authorities doing this dastardly deed, this process of philistinising our communities¶  
As Councils face still more funding cuts and reductions in library services and staff numbers mean that much 
existing knowledge is at risk of being cut, the present authors feel that further research is now required to 
consider the politics of service reductions and closures, to uncover not only what has materially changed in 
terms of service provision, but also how the thinking of politicians, council officers and the public has altered in 
relation to libraries. Drawing from the understanding of public opinion which this paper has informed, further 
research could be undertaken to provide library managers and elected members with the data necessary to 
inform decisions about service options in the context of declining or standstill budgets, decisions which if 
appropriately made should provide all members of the local community with the best possible service.  
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